CASSINO     WATCHES,                       179
crouching behind some broken masonry, I stared at the ghostly white ruins of Cassino spread in a distant valley below. A dense white smoke-screen rolled over the landscape. Rising out of the billowing artificial clouds, and given majesty by them like a Himalayan peak poking through cumulus, was Monastery Hill. It was only 1,750 feet high, but it looked like Kinchinjunga to my excited imagination. It was, I suppose, at least two miles distant but seemed much closer. Through glasses I could see that the jagged walls of the bombed Benedictine monastery were still standing to a height of twenty feet or so. The bomb- and shell-blasted trees on the hill had the appearance of bristles on a giant's chin. A lonely, deserted road rambled downhill towards that smoky spectral valley. The enemy gave no sign of life; there were no shells, no mortar-bombs, but I imagined that a German was staring back at me through similar binoculars, wondering whether such an insignificant object was worth wasting ammunition on. My flesh crept and I have never felt so close to the Pearly Gates.
Heck looked at me curiously and remarked, " They don't take any notice of solitary jeeps, you know."
So this was Cassino, the Ypres of the late war, where in 217 B.C. Hannibal had also found himself in difficulties. Hannibal got away, we are told, by attaching lighted faggots to the tails of three hundred foxes, which distracted the Romans—a most unlikely yarn. My colleague Christopher Buckley, recalling this in his book The Road to Rome, remarks that he never saw a fox near Cassino. Neither did I, nor hear of one. If there had been any it is certain that Eighth Army would have organised a jeep hunt.
Even at safe distance the unhealthy position occupied by our troops in Cassino was obvious. We were then holding three-quarters of the town, which climbs up the lower slopes of Monastery Hill (Monte Cassino to the Italians). The Germans held only the western fringe, but they overlooked us everywhere, while the monastery dominated the whole place. Fanatics of the German First Parachute Division, from strongpoints in the ancient ruins of the Colosseum and the amphitheatre, and also in the newer ruins of the Continental Hotel and the Baron's Palace, watched for the slightesthen when we felt we bad reached that er moment when you begin to outstay your \vi lemnc we our "Thank yous" and departed.erformers.   Our two artists were, I believe, the
